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A
ll parents have concerns about their children’s 
development. Is my child always going to bite people 
when she gets mad? Will he always have these tantrums? 
Is she learning the skills necessary to do well in school? All 
of these concerns relate to how children typically develop. 
When parents are equipped with information about 
child development and the age ranges in which we expect 

certain developments to occur, much of this worry can be alleviated. In 
addition, when parents know what they can do to help their child learn or 
develop social and emotional skills, they have some appropriate influence 
over their child’s development. 

All parents have concerns about their 
children’s development. Is my child always 
going to bite people when she gets mad? Will 
he always have these tantrums? Is she learning 
the skills necessary to do well in school? All 
of these concerns relate to how children 
typically develop. When parents are equipped 
with information about child development 
and the age ranges in which we expect certain 
developments to occur, much of this worry 
can be alleviated. In addition, when parents 
know what they can do to help their child 
learn or develop social and emotional skills, 
they have some appropriate influence over 
their child’s development. 

One of the take-home messages from 
the ZERO TO THREE Parenting Infants and 
Toddlers Today poll is that parents have an 
excellent understanding of some specific 
strategies to support their children’s 
development. Parents understand that 
reading to their children and having a 
language-rich environment promotes 
cognitive development. They also know 

that social experiences, such as playing with 
other children, are important for social and 
emotional growth and that warm parenting—
characterized by comforting children and 
setting clear rules and limits—can help foster 
social and emotional development. Parents 
were also exceptionally good at answering 
questions phrased as hypothetical stories, 
where their knowledge of child development 
was applied to specific situations. They 
recognized, for example, that a toddler might 
venture into forbidden areas out of curiosity, 
not willful disobedience, and that a shy child 
should be coaxed, not forced, to socialize 
with peers. Thus, parents understand some 
wonderful strategies for helping their 
children grow socially and emotionally, and 
they are adept at applying these strategies in 
hypothetical stories that mimicked typical 
real-life situations. 

Although the majority of parents 
understand some important ways to promote 
development, their understanding of the 
developmental milestones related to social 

and emotional development is less consistent. 
Parents seem to be underestimating the 
emotional and psychological abilities of their 
young infants yet overestimating the self-
regulatory abilities of their toddlers. On one 
hand, many parents reported that they did 
not think young infants could feel sadness or 
fear or that they could sense sadness or anger 
in their caregivers. However, research has 
shown that infants are capable of expressing 
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Abstract

Parents responding to the ZERO 
TO THREE Parenting Infants 
and Toddler Today poll showed 
excellent understanding of early 
childhood development, but 
they also underestimated young 
infants’ emotional sensitivity and 
overestimated toddlers’ capacities for 
self-regulation. This article reviews 
these results along with research 
findings on the complex emotional lives 
of infants, the ways that caregivers’ 
emotions affect development in the 
first months of life, the development 
of self-awareness, and the extended 
period of time necessary for developing 
self-regulation in the preschool years. 
The importance of attuning to infants’ 
internal experiences and of facilitating 
the development of self-regulatory 
skills with warm and consistent 
caregiving is also discussed.
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this is so of their younger infants. 
Parents responding to the parenting poll 

reported that they did not think very young 
infants could detect sadness and anger 
in their parents. Although it may not be 
apparent to parents in their daily interactions 
with infants, infants are very sensitive to 
parents’ emotional expressions. In fact, 
infants are most sensitive to the emotional 
expressions of the adults with whom they 
are in contact the most (Kahana-Kahlman & 
Walker-Andrews, 2001). Infants can detect 
differences in their mothers’ facial and vocal 
expressions of sadness, anger, and joy as 
early as 10 weeks of age. Infants respond to 
their parents’ expressions of joy with joyful 
expressions of their own, they respond to 
parents’ anger expression with distress or 
with similar looks of anger, and they respond 
to their parents’ expressions of sadness by 
moving their mouths or sucking their thumbs, 
perhaps showing that they are trying to 
comfort themselves (Haviland & Lelwica, 
1987). As they get older, infants continue to 
show different responses to the facial and 
vocal expressions of emotion in their parents 
and in unfamiliar adults (Montague & Walker-
Andrews, 2001; Termine & Izard, 1988). In 
everyday situations, of course, young infants 
are responding to the combination of facial 
and vocal expressions of emotion in an adult, 
such as an adult’s angry tone of voice and mad 
facial expression. By 5 months, infants can tell 
the difference between joyful and angry vocal 
expressions alone (Fernald, 1993).

they may actually begin to feel fearful earlier 
(Sullivan & Lewis, 1998). In the early months, 
infants express their fear in a variety of ways, 
including disengaging from a fearful situation 
by redirecting their attention or by showing 
general distress. For example, a young infant 
may respond with a look away or become 
generally distressed when a large dog quickly 
approaches rather than showing a typical 
“fear” facial expression. Young infants may 
cling on to a parent or hide their face in a 
parent’s shoulder when startled by a loud 
noise. Later in the first year, infants are more 
likely to show facial expressions of fear in 
these expected situations (Bennet, Bendersky, 
& Lewis, 2005). 

It is possible that parents of very young 
infants do not think they experience sadness 
or fear because infants do not show a typical 
“fear face.” It is clear, however, from research 
on children’s behavioral responses (e.g., 
turning away from frightening noises and 
situations) that they are experiencing fear and 
sadness before 6 months of age. 

Infants Detect Others’ Emotions
When a newly crawling 8-month-old 

reaches a downward slope in the grass, he 
looks back to his caregiver with a look of 
apprehension. The caregiver expresses a 
warm smile and cheerful words, and the infant 
smiles and cautiously crawls down the slope. 
When infants reach this age, parents seem to 
be aware that their infants perceive others’ 
emotions, yet parents are less likely to think 

and responding to these emotions in the 
first months of life. In addition, infants’ 
emotional well-being seems to be linked to 
the sadness and anger expressed by their 
parents. On the other hand, many parents 
expected that children could control their 
emotions and share and take turns with 
other children by age 3. However, research 
on emotion regulation and studies of brain 
development indicate that these are, at best, 
very early emerging abilities at this age. By 
sharing information with parents about 
social and emotional milestones, and the 
developmentally appropriate ways of dealing 
with common social and emotional issues 
in the first 3 years of life, we can support and 
empower their parenting efforts.

The Emotional and Psychological 
Life of the Infant

The majority of parents responding to 
the parent poll reported that children 
under the age of 6 months do not 

experience sadness and fear and that children 
under the age of 6 months do not sense when 
parents are angry or sad and, thus, are not 
affected by their parents’ negative emotions. 
Nearly 55% of parents believe that children do 
not feel good or bad about themselves until 
after the age of 2, some of them thinking that 
this occurs much later. These findings reflect 
a general underestimation of the depth of the 
psychological and emotional life of the infant. 
Infants are capable of feeling and sensing a 
wide range of emotions in the first few months 
of life, and the impact of parents’ emotions on 
young infants is incredibly powerful. In fact, if 
parents express fear or sadness at high levels 
because of marital conflict or depression, the 
parent–child relationship can be disrupted 
and children can develop affective difficulties 
of their own. A substantial amount of research 
has been conducted on social and emotional 
development in infancy, showing that young 
infants have remarkably rich emotional lives 
and that parents’ awareness of their infants’ 
emotions and perceptions is important for 
their social and emotional well-being.

Emotional Experiences in Infancy
A young infant’s world is filled with loud 

noises, unexpected events, and new faces. 
The infant is constantly experiencing new 
and interesting sensations and emotions. 
Although we think of young infants as 
buffered from stress by their psychological 
immaturity, research shows us that this is 
far from true. Young infants experience 
joy and interest but also sadness and anger 
early in the first year of life, and their facial 
expressions reflect these distinct emotions by 
2 2 months of age (Izard et al., 1995). Infants’ 
facial expressions of fear seem to appear 
later, between 4 and 6 months, although 
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Young infants experience joy and interest, as well as sadness and anger, early in the first 
year of life.

Copyright 2010 ZERO TO THREE. All rights reserved. For permission to reprint, go to www.zerotothree.org/reprints



1 2   Z e r o  t o  T h r e e   M a r c h  2 0 1 0

experiences of interacting with a depressed 
parent. It appears that infants of depressed 
mothers are, in fact, showing behavioral 
and brain patterns that are similar to those 
characteristic of depression. 

Infants’ early experiences of disrupted 
interactions with a depressed mother can lead 
to potential mental health concerns (NSCDC, 
2010). Infants of depressed mothers are more 
likely to be depressed or anxious later in life 
than infants of mentally well mothers. The 
best intervention for a depressed mother and 
her child is one that targets their relationship 
by enabling mothers to tune in and interact 
more positively with her infant. Although 
treatment for the mother alone can alleviate 
some of her symptoms of depression, these 
treatments do not seem to affect the child 
in the same way that relationship-based 
treatments do (Nylen, Moran, Franklin, & 
O’Hara, 2006).

Infants are also sensitive to parents’ 
expressions of anger. Infants exposed to 
parents’ frightening behaviors (e.g., angry 
outbursts, high levels of physical or emotional 
parental conflict, or child-directed abuse) 
can develop disorganized attachments 
with those parents. The trust that infants 
typically develop in their parents does not 
develop, and infants in these situations both 
fear and need their parents, leading them 
to respond to parents fearfully (Bernier & 
Meins, 2008). Children who develop these 
types of disorganized relationships with their 
parents early in life are more likely to develop 
behavior problems later in childhood (Lyons-
Ruth, Easterbrooks, & Cibelli, 1997; Madigan, 
Moran, Schuengel, Pederson, & Otten, 2007). 
It is difficult to know exactly how children’s 
disorganized relationships lead to behavior 
problems, but it is likely due to the lack of 
typical emotional and social experiences 
early in the first years of life. When parents 
do not engage in the positive emotional give-
and-take characteristic of early interactions 
and help children to understand and manage 
their emotions through these exchanges, it 
is more likely that children will lack healthy, 
constructive self-regulatory skills in the 
following years. Researchers are continuing 
to investigate the pathways from frightening 
parenting to disorganized attachments to 
behavioral outcomes (Bernier & Meins, 2008; 
Thompson & Raikes, 2003). It is important 
to note, however, that excessive amounts of 
anger in the infant’s early life can have long-
lasting detrimental effects on how they relate 
to other people. 

Young Children Feel Good and Bad 
About the Self

In a classic experimental task of self-
recognition, the child’s mother places a spot 
of rouge on a child’s nose. If the child is older 

circumstances and use the adult’s facial 
expression to guide their subsequent behavior 
(Moses, Baldwin, Rosicky, & Tidball, 2001). 
Social referencing shows that infants detect 
emotions in adults and that their behavior is 
affected by the adults’ emotions.

Infants Are Affected by Others’ 
Emotions

In reporting that young children do not 
perceive parents’ sad and angry emotions, 
parents were also indicating that young 
children would not be affected by their 
parents’ negative emotions. Researchers 
have shown that infants are sensitive to these 
emotions in circumstances when they are 
typically expressed by parents and also when 
they are symptoms of an adult mental health 
concern. As noted earlier, very young infants 
respond to parents’ expressions of sadness 
and anger emotionally: They turn away or self-
comfort when they see their parents behaving 
sadly, and they express distress when their 
parents are angry (Haviland & Lelwica, 
1987; Montague & Walker-Andrews, 2001). 
Therefore, even in typical daily interactions, 
children are emotionally affected by their 
parents’ emotional expressions. These 
occasional experiences of parental negative 
emotion may not be detrimental to infants’ 
well-being (although parents should be aware 
that their emotions can have an effect on their 
young children), but persistent expressions 
of anger or sadness could lead to relational 
and affective problems in very young children, 
and in some cases, these could lead to more 
serious problems that persist throughout 
childhood and into adulthood without 
appropriate intervention. 

Maternal depression has been widely 
studied in relation to infants’ emotional 
development. Maternal depression affects 
between 10% and 20% of mothers every year. 
Researchers have found that children raised 
by a depressed mother have differences in 
brain development, physical development, 
and emotional development when compared 
with children raised by a mentally well 
mother (National Scientific Council on the 
Developing Child [NSCDC], 2010). These 
differences begin very early in life. Parents 
and caregivers experiencing depression may 
express high levels of sadness, and they may 
withdraw from interaction with their infants, 
leading their infants to be more withdrawn 
than typical infants during face-to-face 
interactions with the parent and with other 
nondepressed adults (Field et al., 1988). 
In addition, infants of depressed parents 
show different brain activity patterns that 
are characteristic of emotional sadness and 
social withdrawal (Field & Diego, 2008). 
Thus, infants seem to be developing a way 
of interacting with others based on their 

When infants are not yet mobile, they 
spend a good deal of time in face-to-face 
interaction with their parents and primary 
caregivers. These experiences of give-and-
take are important ones for emotional 
development. Infants begin to see that their 
own expressions of happiness or distress 
are met with similar, contingent responses 
from others. These experiences validate the 
infant’s own emotional experiences as well as 
teach her about other people’s emotions. For 
example, an infant’s expressions of sadness or 
distress may be met by the adult’s initial looks 
of concern, followed by looks of happiness as 
the adult attempts to bring the child back to a 
happy mood. Through these experiences, the 
infant may learn some rudimentary aspects of 
emotion regulation as the adult manages the 
child’s feelings. They also develop confidence 
in the emotional responsiveness of their 
caregivers.

By the time infants are mobile, they are 
able to use their parents’ and caregivers’ 
emotional expressions to help them navigate 
their environments. As described in the 
aforementioned example, an infant may look 
to a parent or caregiver when he approaches 
new physical obstacles, but he might also do 
so when encountering novel social situations 
or when he wants something that is off limits 
(e.g., pulling on the living room curtains). In 
what researchers call social referencing, infants 
look to the parent or caregiver in uncertain 

Even in typical daily interactions, 
children detect, and are emotionally 
affected by, their parents’ emotional 
expressions.
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plane, wearing matching pilot hats. These 
two different responses reflect both a matu-
ration of skills and the importance of context 
for self-regulation. When young children are 
stressed or tired—just like when adults are 
stressed or tired—they will be less able to reg-
ulate their emotions. When young children 
are very young, they will also be less able to 
regulate their emotions. 

Parents were most concerned about 
their children’s temper tantrums and 
children’s abilities to control their emotions, 
according to the ZERO TO THREE parent 
poll. These behaviors, along with children’s 
biting, fighting, and hitting, were among the 
greatest child-rearing challenges that parents 
identified, and each relates to developing self-
regulation of young children. It is interesting, 
however, that parents also seemed to have 
higher expectations than appropriate for 
children’s self-regulatory abilities. Many 
parents reported that children under the 
age of 3 can control their emotions when 
frustrated, and most parents thought that 
children under the age of 3 could share 
and take turns with other children. In fact, 
experts agree that children cannot do either 
of these things until they are between the 
ages of 3 to 5, and because there are individual 

responded to the child’s approved and 
disapproved behaviors. Indeed, parents’ 
gentle reinforcement of their standards is 
associated with children’s expression of self-
conscious emotions, attempts to master 
difficult tasks, and appeals to the parent 
for feedback (Barrett, 2005). As children 
approach the end of the second year, they 
have internalized some of their caregivers’ 
standards for behavior, and their experience 
of self-conscious emotions reflects this. 

The Self-Regulatory Skills of the 
Toddler

Imagine a 3-year-old at preschool. She 
is new to preschool, and initially her 
tears flow freely when her father leaves 

her there for the day. She sees a favorite toy 
across the room and picks it up. Another child 
snatches it out of her hand. She dissolves into 
tears again. Imagine the same child 1 year 
later as a 4-year-old. She has adjusted to the 
preschool environment, and she gives her 
father a small wave and kiss at the door as she 
runs over to the dramatic play area. When 
another child snatches the pilot’s hat from 
her hands, she tells the child, “I wasn’t done 
with that!” and they begin a hunt for more 
hats. Soon they are both pilots flying the air-

than 15 or 16 months of age, she will touch 
her nose when she sees her reflection in a 
mirror. This shows that she recognizes that 
the reflection in the mirror is herself and not 
some other child. She might also run to the 
mother and put her face in her mother’s lap. 
She might cover her face and turn away from 
other people in the room. She might bite her 
lip and giggle. These are all signs that she 
is feeling embarrassed about how the spot 
changed her appearance. Although we often 
think of young children as lacking the ability 
to self-reflect, they are actually quite capable 
of feeling embarrassed when they encounter 
unexpected attention from other people. They 
are also capable of feeling guilty when they do 
something that is socially unacceptable and 
proud when they accomplish a difficult task. 

Self-representation—the idea of “me”—
develops late in the second year of life (Lewis, 
2003). As certain areas of the brain mature 
(most notably, the temporo-parital junction), 
children begin to recognize that they are 
individuals distinct from other people (Lewis 
& Carmody, 2008). As self-representation 
develops, children begin to make rough 
comparisons between their own behaviors 
and the standards and behaviors of others, 
leading to the expression of self-conscious 
emotions such as pride, guilt, embarrassment, 
and shame late in the second year (Barrett, 
2005). Children as young as 17 months of 
age show signs of embarrassment and guilt 
when they engage in socially unacceptable 
behaviors, such as breaking something of 
value (Barrett, 2005). They also show clear 
expressions of pride when their actions or 
creations (e.g., a drawing) are praised by 
another. Thus, young toddlers can feel good or 
bad about themselves from a remarkably early 
age, and this ability is closely related to their 
developing sense of self. 

Self-conscious emotions are, by nature, 
rooted in young children’s relationships 
with the important people in their lives 
(Lagattuta & Thompson, 2007). For a child 
to feel guilt or pride, he must understand that 
the important adults in his life have external 
standards for his behavior. A rudimentary 
foundation for this understanding can be 
seen in social referencing. Through social 
referencing, infants begin to understand that 
others have important emotions related to 
shared events and experiences. As children 
begin to gain a sense of self throughout the 
second year of life, they recognize that their 
parents’ and caregivers’ emotional responses 
are judgments of their own behaviors. When 
a child builds a tower of blocks, the caregiver 
celebrates! When a child dumps a bowl of 
cereal on the floor, the parent admonishes 
him. Children’s self-conscious emotions 
are directly related to the ways in which 
parents and caregivers have repeatedly 
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Parents support their child’s social and emotional development by tuning in to her 
internal experiences.
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of the development of self-regulation can 
help parents and caregivers support the 
development of these skills in young children. 

Warm, responsive parenting characterized 
by appropriate rules and structure are key for 
the development of self-regulation. Mothers 
who are more responsive have children who 
are better able to control their behaviors 
(Kochanska, Murray, & Harlan, 2000; Spinrad 
et al., 2007). Children’s emotion regulation 
is influenced by parents’ sensitive responses 
to their feelings, constructive parent–
child conversations about emotions, and a 
family emotional climate with manageable 
expectations of children’s emotions 
(Thompson & Meyer, 2007). It is important 
for parents and caregivers to assist children 
in their self-regulatory efforts by validating 
their emotions, talking constructively about 
emotions and emotional situations, and 
creating manageable emotion expectations 
based on children’s existing abilities. 

Tuning in to Young Children’s 
Social and Emotional Experiences

One of the most important ways 
for parents to support children’s 
social and emotional development 

is by tuning in to their child’s internal expe-
riences. Rather than perceiving the baby as a 
thing that needs constant attention and care, 
parents can tune in to the inner social and 
emotional experiences of that infant and rec-
ognize that the baby is a small person with an 
emotional and psychological life and who is 
vulnerable to social and emotional difficul-
ties. The brain—and the self-regulatory skills 
that develop as the brain develops—grows 
within an environment of important and 
meaningful relationships. Children’s expe-
riences with parents, caregivers, and peers 
are important contributors to how and when 
social and emotional milestones are reached. 

An important influence on children’s 
emotional and psychological understanding, 
as well as their self-regulatory skills, is how the 
parent–child relationship functions very early 
in life. Parents who are more tuned in to their 
infant’s internal lives will have more socially 
and emotionally competent young children. 
Maternal mind-mindedness—mothers’ 
recognition that their infants have mental 
lives—is a key contributor to infants’ growing 
psychological well-being (Meins et al., 2003). 
Mothers who are tuned in to what their infants 
want, need, and understand are more likely to 
have infants who bond closely with them and 
grow to understand the mental lives of others 
(Meins et al., 2002). Mothers’ insightfulness—
their ability to consider the perspective of the 
infant and empathize with that perspective—
also relates to how their infants develop 
relationships with them and develop social 
and emotional skills. Mothers who are more 

pretend play and control their impulses by 
logically thinking things through, resulting in 
fewer peer conflicts. These emergent abilities 
quickly break down, however, if children are 
overly stressed or tired (Bronson, 2001).

The brain regions governing self-
regulation do not fully mature until early 
adulthood. Indeed, certain areas of the 
prefrontal cortex necessary for controlling 
one’s behaviors and making responsible 
decisions do not fully develop until people 
are in their 20s. The expectation that young 
children will be able to control their impulses 
or manage their emotions, especially 
during stressful events (e.g., when children 
are frustrated or upset) is misplaced. So 
what needs to develop for children to have 
some of these skills by the time they enter 
kindergarten, and how can adults be helpful in 
this developing process?

The Many Components of 
Self-Regulation

Self-regulation is not a single thing that 
develops in isolation. A network of developing 
abilities must coordinate for a young child 
to stifle a temper tantrum, share an item he 
wants to keep using, or make a plan. Only as 
several aspects of self-regulation develop—
inhibition, working memory, and cognitive 
flexibility—can a young child start to gain 
control of the emotional responses that 
first rise to the surface during challenging 
moments (Thompson, 2009). Inhibition is 
the ability to stop an automatic response, 
such as the emotional reaction of someone 
grabbing a desired toy from another child’s 
hands. Consider the game of Simon Says. 
Many preschoolers will not be able to inhibit 
the action of touching their head when they 
hear, “Touch your head,” even though Simon 
did not say it. By the age of 5, most children 
can capably inhibit these responses. Working 
memory is another important aspect of self-
regulation. Without keeping a certain amount 
of information in mind and manipulating it, 
children cannot plan their responses or their 
solutions to social and cognitive problems 
(e.g., devising a plan to share a toy or take 
turns with it). Cognitive flexibility—or the 
ability to change perspective, attention, or 
focus—is a key component to regulating 
one’s behaviors. A child engaging in a temper 
tantrum is usually unable to shift their 
attention to a new thing (e.g., “You can’t 
have the candy bar in the store, but you can 
have a fruit snack when we get home”) or 
take the perspective of another (e.g., “It’s 
really embarrassing for me when you do this 
in public”). All three of these aspects of self-
regulation are important for young children to 
control their emotional and social responses 
in socially appropriate ways. Understanding 
the complexity and the extended timeline 

differences in self-regulation, many children 
may not have these skills until kindergarten. A 
network of brain areas and behavioral abilities 
must develop before children are capable 
of controlling their emotions in basic ways 
or sharing with peers. Parents’ perceptions 
of their greatest parenting challenges—
temper tantrums, controlling emotions, and 
minimizing aggression—may be closely linked 
to their overestimation of what children 
should be able to do at these ages. They wish 
that their young children would quickly 
learn to manage these problem behaviors 
themselves.

Children have some important self-
regulatory abilities before the age of 3. 
Biological maturation and brain development 
help infants shift from erratic sleep cycles to 
a typical day-and-night routine (Diamond, 
2002; Posner & Rothbart, 2006). Toddlers can 
explore toys for sustained periods, and they 
can occasionally change their behavior when 
parents give warnings. By the age of 3, children 
can focus their attention for longer periods 
and follow simple instructions (Bronson, 
2001). By the age of 5, children can solve 
problems and plan their activities ahead of 
time, which allows them to engage in complex 
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understanding of typical development that 
will allow them to support their children’s 
social and emotional development. A
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gest a need for greater understanding of early 
social and emotional milestones and offers 
promise for the benefits that greater infor-
mation and understanding might provide to 
developing parent–child relationships. 

Infants and toddlers have rich 
psychological and emotional lives, yet 
they are still developing important skills 
for harnessing their psychological and 
emotional knowledge. Infants have amazing 
abilities to read and respond to their 
own and others’ emotions, but the skills 
necessary for controlling those emotions 
and behaviors require a substantial period 
of time to develop. They are remarkably 
vulnerable to their parents’ and caregivers’ 
responses to them and to disruptions of their 
environments. By tuning into their infants’ 
rich psychological and emotional experiences, 
parents can become more aware of the skills 
and challenges of emotional and social 
development and help facilitate the skills 
necessary for emotion regulation and self-
regulation. By helping parents recognize the 
emotional and social skills of the young infant 
and the burgeoning self-regulatory skills of 
the toddler, we can empower them with an 

insightful are also more sensitive caregivers, 
and they are more likely to have infants 
with secure attachments (Koren-Karie, 
Oppenheim, Dolev, Sher, & Etzio-Carasso, 
2002). Attuning to an infant’s internal 
world can help parents develop reasonable 
expectations of young children’s developing 
skills, as well as promote a sensitive and 
responsive relationship. 

Conclusion

Parents responding to the ZERO TO 
THREE Parenting Infants and Tod-
dlers poll showed an interesting and 

unexpected pattern of responses. Parents 
are underestimating their young infants’ 
emotional and psychological experiences, 
but they are overestimating their toddlers’ 
self-regulatory skills. These findings are illu-
minated by parents’ reports of their biggest 
concerns about their young infants—tan-
trums, biting, hitting, problems with sharing. 
All of these issues relate to toddlers’ self-reg-
ulatory skills. However, parents may also be 
missing the influence of the emotional cli-
mate of the family on infants’ emotional 
growth. Taken together, these responses sug-
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